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Thank you, Mrs. Farnell 
by 
Carolyn Mamchur 
It was my first year of teaching and I wanted to be just like her, Mrs. 
Farnell, my grade nine teacher. She was the best teacher I'd ever had. Everyone 
in her class always passed. I remember the day she told us the average grade for 
our class was eighty-nine percent. We looked around at ourselves in amazement, 
and not a little pride. She thanked us all for working so hard. I remember 
feeling like thanking her for working so hard. Maybe somebody did. I know we 
felt like a team. 
I guess it was pretty natural for me to want to imitate her. I'll never 
forget the first time I tried. The students in my grade ten literature class 
were not paying the slightest attention to me. I had gone to all the trouble of 
memorizing Brutus' speech at Julius Caesar's funeral. I was delivering it with 
all the passion a twenty year old body could muster, and those little monkies 
were passing notes, catching up on their math homework, or daydreaming. Right 
in the middle of my "Friends, Romans, Countrymen" I decided to turn into Mrs. 
Farnell. Whenever we had misbehaved in her class, she would close her Latin 
text, sit at her desk, take out a library book, and begin to read to herself. 
A hush would fall across the room. "If you don't want to learn, I'd rather not 
try to teach," she'd say. My God! We'd beg her to continue, ashamed at how 
we'd insulted or offended someone we all respected so much. "Ok," she'd say and 
the lesson would go on with thirty-five blushing but attentive faces focused on 
her. 
Well, it had worked for her. I stopped reciting. I sat at my desk and 
opened Anna Karenina. I began to read to myself. 
"What are you doing?" someone shouted. 
"Is it silent reading now?" 
"No," I responded, a bit miffed at their lack of hushed silence. "No," I 
continued in my calm Mrs. Farnell voice, "if you don't want to learn, then I 
shan't teach!" 
The cheers of "Yippee," "Yay," the wild tossing of books in the air and 
sudden burst of exuberant energy for talking and goofing off turned me from 
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being miffed to bewildered to despairing. I rushed from the room and sobbed to 
the silent sickly yellow walls of the girl's washroom. A Mrs. Farnell I was not! 
With the painful lessons of experience I developed my own style. Demure 
sophistication and old world gentility were not to be my forte. Mrs. Farnell 
was a woman who served lemon slices on bone china in a room decorated with Queen 
Anne furniture and daffodils. I was more of a pillows on the floor and a wild 
array of giant red poppies type. I learned to use humor and field trips to win 
the hearts and minds of my students. 
What was it, then, that had so attracted me to Mrs. Farnell? Why did she, 
over the years, continue to be the ideal which flashed its lights in my brain 
cells every time I wanted to "do it right?" 
I sensed this 
In my eager-
had passed 
Mrs. Farnell had taught me the essentials of good teaching. 
before I was actually able to recognize what those qualities were. 
ness and youth I had mistaken her methods for the essentials, and I 
right by the good stuff, the real stuff. 
I'm afraid much of the research and analysis on teacher effectiveness does 
the same thing. It focuses on process-product. 
But do these researchers have the experience, the insight to recognize the 
real attributes of successful teaching? What would the teacher effectiveness 
experts see in Mrs. Farnell? 
For sure they would note that the class average was 89%. They could note 
her time on task and her clarity in giving instruction and making expectations 
known. 
And eight million teachers could strive to have their students earn high 
grades, stay focused, understand information, and know what was expected of them. 
But would this make these teachers "a Mrs. Farnell" type teacher? Unfortunately, 
probably not. 
It wasn't what she did, it was what she believed about herself and us that 
made her a great teacher. 
She believed we were trustworthy and able. She identified with us, treating 
us with the same respect she expected from us. She cared about us as people. 
She would have fitted Combs' description of effective professional helpers: 
those who feel identified with the student, rather than against; who care about 
the student on a personal, rather than an impersonal, level; who are concerned 
with large goals and issues, rather than small, immediate behavioral objectives; 
and who perceive the student as able, rather than unable or indifferent (Combs, 
1965, 1982). 
How would a researcher observe these beliefs in Mrs. Farnell's behavior? 
They would hear her asking us how much homework we had done and if we had felt 
we needed more or less, and they would observe her acting on our responses. 
They would see her writing notes to us on scented stationery whenever we 
won an award or sang a song or represented the school on a team. The notes would 
thank us or congratulate us or encourage us. They would personally recognize us. 
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Observers would hear her ringing your home if you were absent from class and 
visiting the hospital if your stupid leg had gone and broken itself while riding 
your new ten speed. 
If you were to make a check list of her actions it might be hard to recog-
nize a pattern. Looking into your eyes--often. Smiling--often. Asking you 
why--often. Listening--often. 
An observer would note she never hugged or gushed. Hugging and gushing 
weren't her style. Neither did she yell nor scold nor belittle. Ever. But 
even the presence or absence of these behaviors do not describe Mrs. Farnell. 
Although she had the same general manner in teaching all of us, she made each 
one of us feel as if she were teaching us in a very special way. She made each 
of us feel that. 
In describing Mrs. Farnell, I want to turn from how she taught to how she 
treated us. No, to how she treated me. 
That was it! As she looked at you with the brightest, bluest eyes this 
side of the Pacific and asked you if you'd had any trouble translating Plutarch, 
you knew she was caring about you. 
And when, fifteen years later, she'd found out you were divorced and broke 
and struggling to earn a doctorate in some sunny country that specialized in 
Disneyland and Harry Crews and Art Combs, she sent you a discreet loan, just 
enough to cover that impossible tuition fee and with it that note on paper that 
was the color and smell of lilacs. "Good luck, I'm so proud of you." You didn't 
feel quite so scared or alone. 
And when, thirty-one years later, you anguished through the goodbye prayers 
at your own mother's funeral and were somehow drawn to look up and across the 
aisle into a pair of the brightest, bluest eyes this side of the Pacific you 
knew, again, how much Mrs. Farnell cared about you. 
I've always wanted to scream my thank you loud enough that she and everyone 
could hear, wherever in the world she was. Perhaps I just did. 
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